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I took the morning train from Luxor, and left it before
noon at a large market town called Sohag, the capital of the
Province of Girga. It is a clean, pleasant town with a fine
river-front. On the opposite bank are the mud houses and
minarets of Akhmim, a town on which Europe has made no
impression, and from whose mounds and cellars rise relics
of the Greek Panopolis, to delight the hearts of dealers in
the antique.

I had come to Sohag to see the White and the Red monas-
teries, two of the most interesting Christian buildings in
Egypt. I called on the Bishop of Sohag, an impressive,
bearded figure, with a gold pectoral cross on his chest and a
black, melon-shaped turban on his head. He was a very
different type of ecclesiastic from the simple monks I had
met in the desert monasteries, a man of refinement and cul-
ture. We drank coffee together, and I thought that if all
Coptic priests possessed his broad outlook and education, his
church might experience the spiritual revival which is several
centuries overdue.

He told me a story about the origin of the White
and Red monasteries which is interesting, because little is
known of the early history of these buildings. The Coptic
tradition is that they were founded by St. Helena, the mother
of the Emperor Constantine, when she was " on her way
back " from Jerusalem, after her discovery of the Holy Cross.
The Copts say that she came to Egypt with a military escort
and went straight to El-Manshah, which is on the same bank
of the Nile as Sohag, and about nine miles south of it. Here
she is believed to have founded a small monastery. She then
moved north to Sohag and camped in the desert, on roughly
what is now the site of the White Monastery, which she
founded; and, keeping her bodyguard in the hills, she
founded also the Red Monastery, about four miles to the
north-west.

This story seems to me a likely one. Some authorities
believe that St. Helena arrived in Jerusalem hi December,
326, and others think in January, 327. The Empress was
then in her eightieth year. She arrived escorted by a large